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[The author is a free-lance journalist who lives in Venezuela.]
Two months after the attempted overthrow of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez (see NotiSur,
2002-04-19, 2002-05-03), tensions remain high. The president has apologized for any errors that may
have led up the attempted coup, but opposition attempts to oust him and his supporters continue.
As part of that effort, the opposition circulates rumors almost daily in an apparent attempt to
frighten people.
The media, almost all of which is owned by members of the opposition, has changed little in the way
it covers political news since the failed coup attempt. The lead story on the front page of Caracas
daily El Universal on June 7 featured a letter from military officers against the government. A close
reading of the article did not indicate that any officers had signed it, but only that such a letter had
been drafted.

Threats made against Chavez supporters
A more dramatic example of biased reporting was the release of a videotape of ten masked men
claiming to be mid-level military officers called comacates. Comacates is an acronym that arose
in the 1990s referring to lieutenant colonels, majors, captains, and lieutenants. In the video,
the men said their faces were covered for "personal and professional security." They vowed to
kill any member of a Bolivarian Circle groups promoted by Chavez to organize people in their
neighborhoods whom they considered a threat to the life or property of others. The videotape was
released June 4 by Patricia Poleo, director of another Caracas daily, El Nuevo Pais, who supposedly
received it from the group. Poleo is an outspoken critic of the government and closely associated
with leaders of the coup.
Several legislators from Chavez's Movimiento V Republica have accused Poleo of being involved in
fabricating the video and have called for an investigation. The new Foreign Minister Roy Chaderton
said small groups are creating rumors and spreading false news reports, trying to create instability
and international problems so the country will be seen as very fragile and thus more vulnerable to
another coup. Jorge Olavarria, a former member of the Constituent Assembly now in opposition
to the Chavez government, said in a June 6 television interview that the opposition's problem is
not ousting Chavez. He said the problem is that the opposition does not have a viable candidate to
replace him. Olavarria also said that, if an election were held today, Chavez could win.
Samuel Moncada, head of the history department at the Universidad Central de Venezuela (UCV),
said he expects another coup attempt before July 5, Venezuela's Independence Day, and the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53063
ISSN: 1089-1560

traditional time for changes within the armed forces. Moncada believes that some officers who are
in danger of being removed because of their lack of loyalty to the government will try to act before
then. But opposition leaders who see the dissident military as their allies are naive in thinking that
the armed forces will turn to them in the event of another coup, he said. In the interview, Moncada
likened the comacates to Al Qaeda terrorists on a national level. "They fulfill all the requirements:
secrecy, faces covered, careful organization, arms, money, and threats that they are ready to
implement now," he said. "They are terrorizing the population, trying to immobilize those who
support the government by threatening that if they go out into the streets, they will be assassinated.
They also began their declaration with a religious justification, saying, 'We thank Almighty God for
giving us the necessary wisdom to understand and to assume our responsibility.'"
Alfredo Ruiz, coordinator of the human rights organization Red de Apoyo por la Justicia y Paz, said
he could not compare the comacates to Al Qaeda, but he categorically condemned their statement
as being subversive and inciting people to criminal acts. While much of the group's statement
is directed against government and military leaders, the major threat is to the members of the
Bolivarian Circles. Moncada says that, while a hierarchical relationship seems to exist between the
government and the circles, the circles are more similar to Internet sites: each is independent and
their main interests are those of the community, not the federal government. They are loyal to but
not uncritical of the government.
While the opposition has characterized members of these groups as heavily armed thugs, Moncada
says that is not accurate and gives several reasons. If they had been armed, a logical moment to use
their weapons would have been at the time of the coup, which did not happen. During the shortlived coup, more than a hundred raids were carried out throughout the country, and no arms were
found. Finally, he said, retaliation against those involved in the coup could have been expected
afterward. Instead, there was only a massive outpouring of unarmed people showing support for the
government.

National dialogue off to a slow start
Four days after the coup, the Programa Venezolano de Educacion-Accion en Derechos Humanos
(PROVEA) asked the Asamblea Nacional to work quickly to ensure that the armed forces did not
become political actors, and PROVEA clearly laid out the dangers to unarmed citizens exercising
their democratic rights. In an attempt to defuse the tension, the Chavez government called for
conversations among all sectors of society through a national dialogue (mesa de dialogo). The
approximately 50 members of the original group have broken into five working groups to examine
the social, economic, international, cultural, and political areas. Progress has been slow, with some
participants dropping out, but an effort is underway to encourage them to return.
Some opposition groups demanded the resignation of leading government officials as a prerequisite
for participation, causing government supporters to question their commitment to finding solutions.
Another attempt to restore calm is taking place in the AN, which has called for establishing a truth
commission to examine what happened April 11-15. Details have not yet been worked out, but Ruiz
thinks such a commission could be operable within a month. The US government proposed that
the Organization of American States (OAS) send a commission to Venezuela. However, Foreign
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Minister Chaderton convinced OAS members at their General Assembly in Barbados the first week
of June that such a step was not necessary.
The final statement from the OAS meeting expressed the organization's openness to assist
Venezuela if the Venezuelan government requested such help. Instead of requesting OAS
assistance, on June 4, Vice President Jose Vicente Rangel sent a letter to former US President Jimmy
Carter inviting him to help facilitate the national dialogue, and Rangel said on June 11 that Carter
had accepted. Chaderton said, "We want people who come in good faith and former President
Carter would be ideal for this." Carmona goes into exile Meanwhile, Pedro Carmona Estanga,
the former head of business organization Fedecamaras who assumed the presidency for 24 hours
following the coup, had been detained and was under house arrest.
On May 23, he managed to flee, going to the Colombian Embassy where he sought and was
granted political asylum. Carlos Molina Tamayo, the admiral appointed head of the Casa Militar by
Carmona, was also granted asylum by El Salvador.

-- End --
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